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Sermon for First Sunday of Advent 2011

 “Waiting for God to Come Down”

Scripture Readings

Isaiah 64:1-4

O that you would tear open the heavens and come down,

so that the mountains would quake at your presence —

as when fire kindles brushwood and the fire causes water to boil —

to make your name known to your adversaries,

so that the nations might tremble at your presence!

When you did awesome deeds that we did not expect,

you came down, the mountains quaked at your presence.

From ages past no one has heard, no ear has perceived,

no eye has seen any God besides you,

who works for those who wait for him.

*Mark 13 Selected verses

"But in those days, after that suffering, the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will be falling from heaven, and the powers in the heavens will be shaken. Then they will see 'the Son of Man coming in clouds' with great power and glory. Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven.”  

“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.  Beware, keep alert; for you do not know when the time will come.  It is like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his slaves in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to be on the watch.  Therefore, keep awake — for you do not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or at dawn, or else he may find you asleep when he comes suddenly. And what I say to you I say to all: Keep awake."  

Introduction:
This morning, we begin a series of sermons for Advent, the first of which is on the topic of hope. 
It’s something our world desperately needs right now. 
And those who have it are the happiest of people. 

One afternoon, a man was taking a walk in the park and came upon  a little league baseball game. “What’s the score?” he asked a boy in the dugout. The boy responded, “Eighteen to nothing—we’re behind.” “Boy,” said the man, “I’ll bet you’re discouraged.”“Why should I be discouraged?” replied the little boy. “We haven’t even gotten up to bat yet!”

Well, the season of Advent has begun, 

and we have much to look forward to.

This is the season filled with hope.
In my younger days, I had something I called a “hope chest.”  
What I was hoping for back then was marriage…Then, after I met Jim and we had been married for a couple of years, I began hoping for a baby. The hope chest that was once filled with dishes and silverware now became filled with cute little baby bonnets and booties. And then, a few years later, after my children had all been born and were in school, the hope chest became filled again—this time, with keepsakes-- schoolwork, report cards and pieces of art they had created with their own hands. Unfortunately, my hope chest had to be auctioned off when Jim and I made the move to California. But, my hope was not auctioned off. I just don’t need a cedar chest to store it in because what I hope for now can’t be contained in a cedar chest. It can’t be contained anywhere ~ because it is not “thing.” But if hope is not a thing, then what is it? And why do we need it?
This is the focus of today’s message. Let’s take a closer look…

Hope. 

We know the word 

--we use it often.
…but what exactly is hope?

The best definition I have heard 

is that given by author Emily Dickinson, who wrote: 

“Hope is that thing with feathers that perches in the soul and sings the tune without the words and never stops... at all.”

Still, 

some might wonder, 

especially in today’s world, 

Why do the birds bother to sing at all?! …
And yet, 

the birds sing in the darkness, 
somehow knowing 

that it won't stay dark forever… 
Somewhere deep inside of them,

is hope.

Since it obviously can’t be earned, 

it must be a gift 
--a gift from God.
And the good part is:

Even if it is buried 
somewhere deep 
within the soul,
it can be discovered, 
and it can be renewed!
This is the good news of Advent: 


--in Christ, there is always hope
…for God has given us promises

--promises that Christ is coming again!
The Bible speaks of two comings

which gives us the definition of the word, 
“Advent,” 

which means comings.

According to Scripture, 

there are two: 
The first coming, 

which is the birth of Jesus 

and 

The second coming, 

which is the return of Jesus." 

Through the words of the prophets,


God gave signs that pointed to the birth of the Messiah.

 And in his final days upon this earth, 

Jesus spoke to his disciples

about signs that will point 
to his second coming. 
Oftentimes do not recognize the signs 

that God gives to us

--but this does not mean 

that they are not there.

Jim Carrey, in the movie Bruce Almighty, 

gives us a great example of this:

There's a scene where Bruce's life has fallen apart. He's gotten fired, beat up when he tried to help a homeless man holding a sign, and he's had a fight with his girlfriend whose name just happens to be Grace. He's driving along feeling sorry for himself, talking to and yelling at God. 

"OK, God. You want me to talk to you? Then talk back. Tell me what's going on. What should I do? Give me a signal." Just then he passes a lighted traffic message sign which is blinking the words: "Caution Ahead." 

He ignores it and continues his rant. "I need your guidance Lord, please. Send me a sign." About that time truck full of traffic signs pulls out in front of him. Very visible are the signs: "Dead End, Stop, Wrong Way, Yield, No Crossing and Do Not Enter." But Bruce ignores them, he doesn't see what he's asking for, complains about the truck and whips around it only to eventually run into a light pole. 
Jim Carrey seems to have “nailed” 
how we oftentimes react 
in the middle of a crisis. 
We so blinded by what's going on in our lives 
that we can't see the signs 
through the fog of our emotions. 

And this seems to be what Jesus was telling his disciples 
to be careful of

in today’s Gospel passage.  
“Signs will be given,” Jesus says. 
You just have to be aware… 
…which means that we have to be tuned in 

to what’s going on in the world around us 

--and stay ready when the time comes.
So,

what are the signs 
that God gives to us


--telling us that Jesus is on his way?

First of all, 

God has given us his word, the Bible, as a sign. 

What Paul wrote to the church at Rome is still true in our day. 
What was written in former days was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.
If we are open to receive it, 

we can be filled with hope 

when we hear God speaking to us 
in the Holy Scriptures.

The words of the prophets 

that kept the candle of hope burning 
in the hearts of God’s people 




can give us hope too.

So take heart, the prophets say to us, the Messiah is coming.
He will establish his kingdom of everlasting righteousness and peace. 
The birth of the Messiah would be a sign

--a sign of peace and goodwill 

that would come to all men and women.

When that Christ child was born, 

he, himself, 

became a sign:



a sign that “God is with us.”
Because we have Jesus, 

we can face whatever 

the future holds for us.




In an art gallery in London hangs a familiar painting by Frederick Watts, titled "hope." It presents a beautiful maiden seated upon a globe. She is blindfolded and in her hand she holds a harp, of which all the strings but one are broken. The blindfolded girl is touching the one string with her hand, and her head is bent toward it, earnestly waiting to catch the note of that one string. All the strings on which we play the melody of life are indeed destined to break - health, peace, security, finally life itself. There remains only one string - Jesus Christ our hope, Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today, and forever.

Before leaving this earth,

Jesus gave us something to hold onto


--something to give us hope.
He gave us the church,
his kingdom on earth.

And this is the way we live out our hope.

--through the life of the church.
The kingdom of God is both "already" and "not yet." 
"Christ has come" 
and 
"Christ will come again."


It is both a present reality 
and,

the reality we hope toward. 
Each time we pray the Lord’s Prayer 
we put a voice to this reality, 
saying,  
"Our Father…
Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven."


We do not know the day or the hour


this will of the Father

will be completely fulfilled.

But thankfully, 
the Lord has given us “signs”

--"signs of his coming." 


to keep hope alive in us.
Jesus spokes of earthquakes, wars, and famines


back in the days he lived upon this earth. 

It seems inevitable 

that there will continue to be 
extraordinary upheavals in nature 
and in history. 
Many sincere Christians today 
are convinced 
that the Lord is coming soon. 
There is a part of us 

that wants to know exactly when.

One Sunday after church, a mother was talking to her young daughter. She told her daughter that, according to the Bible, Jesus will return to earth some day. 

"When is he coming back?" the daughter asked. 

"I don't know," replied the mother. 

"Can't you look it up on the Internet?" the little girl asked.  

Well, 

there are some things

only God knows,

and this is one of them.

The right attitude toward Advent 
is neither one of careless indifference 
nor of morbid curiosity 
--but rather, 

of steady and dedicated vigilance. 

What we can do is be ready 
at all times. 
"God's in charge of the timetable." 

and we live out our hope   

by being ready." 

Some years ago, a United States submarine sank off the coast of New England. The rescue operation led to the discovery of the disabled vessel in the bottom of the ocean. When the divers approached the submarine, they heard a tapping sound from the inside. When they stopped to listen, they heard this message tapped in Morse code: "Is there hope?"


The question is still tapping.

Deep within the depths of the human heart,


people across the world are asking the question:



"Is there any hope?"


I hope so, because it truly is 
a matter of life and death. 
It gives us the courage and strength we need 
to survive the present moment. 

Without it, 

life can be hell.

It has been said 
that such a state of mind 
is nothing less than hell: 
One by the name of A. J. Cronin defined it this way,

saying: 
"Hell is the place where one has ceased to hope." 
Perhaps he is echoing the words
 Dante saw 
inscribed over the portals of Inferno: 
"Abandon all hope you that enter here."

Thankfully, 

the exact opposite is true 

of life in the realm of God.

We have Christ as our Savior: 

We have hope.
Years ago, in a small European town, a visitor noticed that on one of the streets, when the citizens of the town walked by a certain wall, they would nod and make the sign of the cross. As he stood there and watched, he observed that they all did this. He became curious about the practice and began to ask around. But no one could tell him what it meant. Finally, he obtained permission to investigate the wall. He began to chip away layers of paint and dirt. He discovered underneath a beautiful mural of the Madonna and child. People were still making the sign of the cross as they passed by that painting ~ even after it had been covered over. 
Somewhere deep inside of these people,

hope lived on

--even when things didn’t make sense!

This is the kind of hope we all need


--hope that is based on things that are unseen



as well as those that are visible.

God has given us signs that keep hope alive in our hearts:

His Holy Word,



His son, Jesus




and the church 

that he established as his kingdom on this earth. 
God has also asked us to just trust him 
and believe even when we are tired of waiting,

--even when things just don’t make sense to us.

The words of Isaiah assure us that it will be worth the wait, for:

From ages past,

no one has heard, 

no ear has perceived,

no eye has seen 

any god besides our God,

who works for those who wait for him.

“Come, thou long-expected Jesus,” we sing, 
and then we wait for that glorious day




when he will come in the clouds and gather us safely into his arms.

There is a hymn that expresses this longing for Jesus’ coming,

beautifully. 

It is located on page 196 in the Hymnal. Let us sing together..

.

